Communities of knowledge and information. Techno-anthropology work as a new science of design by Serra Hurtado, Artur
Revista d’Etnologia de Catalunya    Juny 2015    Núm. 4086    COMPILATION
Communities  
of Knowledge  
and Information
Techno-anthropology Work  
as a New Science of Design
Artur Serra Hurtado i2CAT Foundation
BARCELONA_CATALONIA
He has a PhD in Cultural Anthropology by the University of Barcelona 
(1992). His interests focus on the construction of techno-anthropology 
as a new science of design, devoted to understanding and designing 
new cultural models emergent from knowledge society
In 1999 the Journal of Ethnology of  
Catalonia published a monograph on 
the Cultures in Cyberspace, headed 
by Dr. Buxó. In this issue, a number of 
anthropologists explain our visions on 
the cultures of cyberspace. Now, after 
a decade it seems that this generation 
of anthropologists have matured and 
want to open a new field of research and 
innovation called technoanthropology.
La Revista d’Etnologia de Catalunya 
va dedicar un dossier coordinat per 
M. Jesús Buxó l’any 1999 al Ciberespai. 
En aquell número, un conjunt d’antropò-
legs vàrem explicar les nostres visions i 
els estudis sobre cultures del ciberespai. 
Després d’una dècada sembla que 
aquesta generació d’antropòlegs hem 
anat madurant i volem obrir un nou camp 
de recerca i innovació que anomenem 
tecnoantropologia.
As an anthropolo-gist that started out in the discipline by analysing the culture of computer scien-tists, techno-anthro-
pology could be a new branch of what 
are known as the sciences of design (H. 
Simon), like computer science itself. 
While computer science is aimed at 
understanding possible new models 
for computers and their construction, 
techno-anthropology is dedicated to the 
design of possible new human commu-
nities and their construction in the form 
of experimental communities or com-
munities of innovation. While the tra-
ditional work of anthropologists is based 
on the ethnography of existing com-
munities, techno-anthropologists’ work 
includes these ethnographies within a 
broader design, construction and valida-
tion of new cultural models. At present, 
that means assisting processes of cultural 
change in communities of knowledge 
and innovation.
Techno-anthropology is distinguished 
from the various fields of Internet and 
cyberspace anthropology and sociology, 
etc., which simply apply the traditional 
ethnographic tools to the study and 
understanding of the different current 
digital communities (social networks, 
etc.) or the so-called impacts of new 
technologies on society. Just as com-
puter scientists are not simply involved 
in the study of computers in existence, 
but also in designing new ones, techno-
anthropologists are not limited to being 
participating observers or conducting 
fieldwork and like all technologists, 
strive to design for the community. As 
computer science professor Juri Artma-
nis said: “We can say that in physical 
sciences we are primarily interested in 
the existing and in computer science 
(or the new species of the sciences of 
which there surely will be more). We are 
primarily concerned with that which is 
possible, with what can exist” (Traub, 
1981: 354).
The work of techno-
anthropologists includes assisting 
processes of cultural change in 
current communities of knowledge 
and innovation. CITILAB
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Unlike computer science, techno-
anthropology deals not so much with 
designing new computer architectures 
or possible new digital networks, but 
feasible new human communities that 
could also make new technological 
leaps forward as mechanisms for their 
development.
Following the idea suggested by cog-
nitive anthropologist Roy d’Andrade, 
who saw cultures as cultural pro-
grammes (Andrade, 1989), techno-
anthropology could be the science of 
design and of cultural programming. 
Andrade outlined the idea of cultural 
models as a basis for his view of human 
cognition. According to him, “The 
study of cultural cognition then is the 
study of cultural information and cul-
tural programs that interact with the 
more general programs of intelligent 
systems” (1989: 825). His approach 
was based on the concept of the cul-
tural model, which he defined as “a 
cognitive schema that is intersubjec-
tively shared by a social group” (1989: 
809). Techno-anthropology could be 
the science for designing potential new 
cognitive schema and validating them 
through their experimental construc-
tion.
A Brief History of the Sciences 
of Design
The first Computer Science Depart-
ment was founded at Stanford Univer-
sity in 1964, but the origin of this first 
science of design was much earlier. In 
fact, it seems that this type of science 
emerged from previous innovation. 
The Second World War forced the sci-
entific community of the United States 
to turn to engineering and devote itself 
to designing a series of radically new 
artefacts never before dreamed up by 
any engineer, like atomic bombs, elec-
tronic computers and programming 
languages.
Years later, some leaders of this com-
munity that had returned to the aca-
demic world and maintained links 
with government research agencies 
proposed that the agencies develop 
their inventions further with research 
programmes. These research pro-
grammes are what gave rise to the new 
sciences, like what was at first called 
information processing and later 
became known as computer science. 
The transformation of scientists into 
techno-scientists or scientists of design 
is key to understanding the emergence 
of biotechnology, nanotechnology and 
different areas of computer-inspired 
research that form the foundations of 
knowledge in the digital age.
Like computer science, these sciences 
were created from a synthesis of scien-
tific and engineering knowledge (in the 
words of Allen Newell, “putting it all 
together”). Thus, from the beginning, 
computer science was created by elec-
tronic engineers, physicists and applied 
mathematicians. Individual social sci-
entists also collaborated from the start, 
like Herbert Simon, who together 
with mathematicians like A. Newell 
invented Logic Theorist and artificial 
intelligence along with it in 1955. It is 
a little known fact that J. Licklider, the 
first director of the ARPANET Infor-
mation Processing Office, was both a 
human factor psychologist and a com-
puter scientist. It was he who came up 
with the concept of the Galactic Net-
work, the 1960s-era precursor to the 
Internet, as a symbiotic man-computer 
system. Facebook and Twitter are more 
recent products of his legacy.
The last 50 years have been the 
golden age of ICT research. This has 
marked the way that social scientists 
have collaborated with computer sci-
ence: we have set out to design bet-
ter and smarter computing systems. 
This research has flooded our society 
with an ocean of digital networks and 
devices of all kinds, and we are very 
proud of it. But having reached this 
point, we are starting to see clear limits 
to the research. The financial crisis that 
broke out on Wall Street in September 
2007 has shown that even though the 
world is full of digital artefacts and the 
Internet has connected two billion peo-
ple in little over 15 years, our systems 
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of knowledge, values and customs are 
hardly any different than they were 
at the start of the Great Depression 
in 1929.
It is clear that digital technology is a 
fundamental change with regard to 
industrial technologies, but by them-
selves they have not been able to change 
the cultural model of our societies, 
which is still the same as it was 100 or 
200 years ago. In technological terms, 
we live in the world of the Internet, 
but in economic and social terms we 
still live in the world of M. Weber and 
his Protestant work ethic and capitalist 
spirit. The universal spread of these val-
ues, now under an emerging produc-
tive neo-Confucian China, not only 
remains unchanged, but is a display 
of its global success. Just as occurred in 
the West in the last two centuries, the 
expansion of these values is necessary 
for overcoming poverty, fighting hun-
ger and extending the life expectancy of 
most of the world’s population in the 
21st century, a goal that we can reach 
if we reconcile the desire for growth 
with sustainability.
What is no longer so clear is whether 
the part of humankind that has already 
fulfilled this dream in the past should 
continue along the path that sentences 
us to certain (though comfortable 
and sweet) decadence. Therefore, we 
urgently need to explore new cultural 
models that enable us to open new 
paths of civilisation before it is too 
late. We may agree with Karl Popper 
that “today’s world is the best of all the 
worlds we have known”, but we do 
not agree that other societies better 
than our current one are impossible, 
while understanding that the term 
better is relative to each culture. Other 
worlds have been possible in the past 
and will be so in the future. We also 
hope that they may be better. With 
that hope in mind, this could serve 
as an initial working hypothesis for 
techno-anthropology.
Cultural Designs: Living Labs
One of the advantages of living in 
Europe is the early experience of pro-
cesses that come to other countries that 
follow a European cultural model dec-
ades or centuries later. Europeans have 
moved from the centre to the periphery 
of modern society established since the 
15th century. This historical decline 
has become evident since the Second 
World War, when the best European 
minds emigrated to the United States 
and helped that country to set up some 
of what would later come to be known 
as new technologies.
Alan Turing and John von Neumann 
were Europeans and are considered 
the fathers of computer science in the 
United States. While the United States 
was putting the electronic computer 
to use, Europe was being rebuilt as a 
union of coal and steel (!). For dec-
ades, we strove to remain connected to 
modern society and its developments. 
Without abandoning this effort, we 
propose opening a new experimental 
programme of new cultural and social 
models: a programme that helps us 
to rethink values, reinvent cultural 
practices and become a continent of 
possibilities once again. At the end of 
the Middle Ages, Europe underwent a 
series of catastrophes (plague, war, etc.) 
that finally gave rise to the Renaissance. 
The solution lay not in holding on to 
the old feudal cultural model, but in 
adopting the construction of a new 
type of society and culture. Instead 
of yearning for what we no longer 
are, we could start to design what we 
might end up being. Thus, the intel-
lectual effort of techno-anthropology, 
originating in Europe but open to the 
world, could help to determine this 
possible future.
One of the first values that must be 
reconsidered is the value of innova-
tion. In today’s society, which is focused 
on economic values, the creation of 
wealth through work is the main goal 
to which all other human values are sub-
ordinated. Economists are increasingly 
beginning to admit that the creation of 
new knowledge in the form of R&D&I 
(research, development and innovation) 
is a component with rising importance 
for creating value. By going deeper into 
this line of argument, could we reach 
a turning point? In other words, do 
the means become the ends, and vice-
versa? Could we reach a point where 
the essential activity of society would be 
the generation of new knowledge and 
not work or entrepreneurial activity? 
So far, innovation has provided assis-
tance to capital and work. But would 
we not have much more capital and 
jobs if innovation were the very heart 
of social and economic activity? This 
is what the first Protestants did: they 
changed their values. Instead of work-
ing to live, as was habitual in mediaeval 
societies, they claimed that it was better 
to live to work and to produce. Might 
we venture to think that instead of inno-
vating for the business word, we should 
work to innovate?
One study indicating this possible 
change in the scale of values within pio-
neering computer communities was 
conducted by techno-anthropologist 
Pau Contreras (2004) in his book Me 
llamo Kohfam, which clearly lays out 
hacker ethics and the key distinctions 
between them and Protestant ethics. 
Based on the production of new inno-
vative knowledge, this code was already 
clear in the study of the community of 
computer scientists at Carnegie Mellon 
University (CMU) (Serra, 1992), but 
the difference here is that Contreras 
THE DIGITAL WORLD 
IS A PRIME AGENT IN 
CHANGING LIFESTYLES, 
THOUGH IT STILL HAS 
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analyses an independent community 
of hackers that do not make a living 
professionally as researchers in an 
R&D&I system. A hacker may be any 
computer user simply described as such 
by his or her peers. Himannen (2002) 
had also written earlier how the logic of 
hackers differed from Protestant ethics.
The problem lies in how to generalise 
this cultural pattern to the population 
at large. For the time being, hackers 
could be compared to the role played 
by reformist sects in the late Middle 
Ages prior to the Protestant Reforma-
tion, when they were crushed by the 
combined action of the aristocracy and 
Rome.
One step forward in the generalisation 
of this cultural model is found in what 
are called living labs. A result of aware-
ness about European slowness and the 
crisis in its system of innovation, new 
types of social structures called living 
labs or open laboratories have recently 
been emerging that attempt to con-
nect the official system of innovation 
to users’ and people’s demands. First 
created in 2006 by the Finnish gov-
ernment and research and innovation 
community, this new type of institu-
tion aims to open what has so far been 
a closed and elitist R&D&I system 
to everyone, and not just in terms of 
designing new technological services 
and products, but in the field of social 
innovation as well. One of the primary 
aims of these living labs is to open pro-
cesses of learning and innovation. “You 
Can Learn to Innovate” is one of the 
mottos of the Second Summer School 
planned for the summer of 2011 in 
Barcelona.
Modern society is based on universal 
literacy. At one point during our eco-
nomic development, industry required 
overcoming illiteracy and extending 
reading and writing skills to the entire 
population. As the system evolved, the 
educational requirements of this model 
deepened, which had been invented by 
the Greeks and called the trivium and 
quadrivium by the Romans. After the 
Second World War, the most advanced 
countries even generalised initial uni-
versity education (bachelor’s degree) for 
all school-age youth.
However, due to its very origin, the 
system suffers from a chronic lack of 
people trained in technology. In the 
past, liberal education looked down 
on mechanical work and modern soci-
ety continues to do so. The human-
ist education boasted by prestigious 
American universities such as Harvard 
and the Ivy League club left out MIT 
and its engineers, deemed unworthy of 
joining the group of institutions that 
groomed senior government officials 
and financial leaders. This educational 
model still prevails in the world’s lead-
ing educational power. So far, the gap 
has been filled by importing young 
engineers from emerging countries, 
but as these countries develop, it is no 
longer seen as mended. This structural 
gap in modern educational systems is 
found primarily in Western countries, 
but also in the rest of the world: tech-
nology is being used, but people do 
not want to learn about it.
“You Can Learn to Innovate”
This educational gap also leads to a 
lack of employees to keep the R&D&I 
system running. People do not know 
how to innovate. We buy innovation, 
we use innovation, but we do not inno-
vate. The R&D&I systems that arose 
in the wake of the Second World War, 
due to the imperative need for nations 
to invest in science and technology as 
a single unit, are new. If we compare 
them with other social systems, like the 
health system and educational system, 
we see that even though developed 
countries devote nearly 3% of their 
GDP to R&D, current systems for 
generating knowledge are the most 
recent part of our current systems 
and are still under development. If we 
analyse the part of R&D&I strictly 
devoted to ICTs in these systems, we 
see that it is only a small part of the 
entire science and technology system 
in the most advanced countries. And 
if we include investigation into new 
structures of the information society 
in ICT research, the amount drops to 
almost absurd levels.
Let us return to the educational system. 
It is still believed that using computers 
and the Internet ensures that we have 
entered the digital age. In reality, educat-
ing people in these new technologies is a 
big unresolved problem in all countries. 
The very agreement between teachers 
and educators that ICTs are “a tool for 
education” also presents the greatest 
obstacle to understanding the problem. 
The Internet has gone from connecting 
a few million scientists and technolo-
gists to connecting billions of people. 
So what? Imagine that we already have 
seven or nine billion people connected 
through Facebook. So what?
Connectivity alone does not create a 
better social order or more productivity. 
What does emerge as a new challenge is 
whether it is possible to boost the abil-
ity to innovate among people, young 
people, older people and communi-
ties. We are still far from understand-
THE CONTINUOUS 
CREATION OF 
KNOWLEDGE IN ITSELF 
BECOMES ONE OF THE 
FEATURES OF THE 
DIGITAL SOCIETY
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ESSENTIAL TOOLS 
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INNOVATION
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ing that one of the most important 
cultural changes may lie in producing 
innovation and research on new tech-
nologies in today’s laboratories and 
sending the results to schools, factories, 
parliamentary bodies and daily life, 
among other destinations. Perhaps the 
cultural change that we are beginning 
to glimpse is turning growing sectors 
of our social life into laboratories. And 
these are not just laboratories for mak-
ing mechanical devices, but places for 
social, economic, cultural and other 
types of innovation.
One of these laboratories could be 
schools themselves. Beyond the triv-
ium and quadrivium, we could create 
an educational quintivium that does 
not only teach reading and writing 
or the four rules of arithmetic and 
calculation, but also problem-solv-
ing, the concept of the algorithm, 
networks programming languages, 
love for technology and the human, 
animal, artificial and design-related 
aspects of culture. Technology is still 
a neglected subject in school. Experts 
in education repeat insistently that it 
is just a tool. And? Natural language is 
also a tool. We will not advance until 
we understand that technology is the 
gateway to a new cultural model. In 
addition to learning how to remember 
and understand, we need to learn how 
to innovate. And to a certain extent, 
techno-anthropologists can propose 
and facilitate this cultural change.
Some American schools are taking a 
step in the right direction by introduc-
ing computational thinking in lieu 
of traditional computer classes. This 
entails teaching all primary and second-
ary students basic computing concepts 
(algorithms, complexity, iteration, etc.). 
In this sense, the Computer Science 
Teachers Association (CSTA) in the 
United States has developed a curricu-
lum for K-12 students (CSTA, 2005).
Designing the i2CAT project
We propose that the practice of techno-
anthropology could lead to cultural 
innovation, the design of new com-
munity artefacts that favour cultural 
change and validate the hypotheses of 
earlier work. Unfortunately, there are 
not many anthropologists interested in 
innovation. We have only found one 
anthropologist in the history of the 
discipline that has published a book 
on the subject. His name is Homer 
Barnett, and in 1953 he wrote Innova-
tion, the basis of cultural change, which 
among other things relates his experi-
ence as an applied anthropologist in 
the Pacific theatre during the Second 
World War.
My own techno-anthropological 
practice began with the study of the 
computer science community at Car-
negie Mellon University (CMU) in 
1990-93. Though it was still a classic 
ethnographic study of a community, in 
this case it was a community of univer-
sity-level computer scientists at CMU, 
who recognised the value of design and 
innovation in their established cultural 
code. I understand that techno-anthro-
pology includes ethnography, but this 
occurs within a broader programme 
of research aimed at designing and 
building new communities and/or 
organisations that embody the values 
of design and innovation that we pro-
pose. I began this design work upon 
my return from the United States, first 
at a public company, the Centre Divul-
gador de la Informàtica (CDI) led by 
Santiago Guillén, who was key in fund-
ing the research performed at CMU, 
and later at the Universitat Politècnica 
de Catalunya (UPC). At the CDI, I 
designed a workshop in 1994 called 
Telematic Technology Transfer (TTT) 
that demonstrated that it was possi-
ble to use the Internet to encourage 
innovation and technology transfer 
to SMEs. The UPC later hired me 
to work on the European COMIC 
project as an ethnographer to analyse 
cooperative working practices in a net-
work, which I did with the study of the 
I*EARN network. With the COMIC 
project, I saw that it was possible to 
have at least one anthropologist at a 
purely technological university.
What I discovered was that the work 
to analyse innovative social practices 
like those developed at I*EARN was 
not enough. I wanted to experiment 
whether it was possible to generate 
new social structures for research and 
innovation. The first was the proposal 
to create the Internet application cen-
Changes of all kinds in our society nowq have one of their best tools in cultural 
innovation. CITILAB
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tre CANET in 1997 and the second 
was the idea to create the first research 
programme on the Next Internet Gen-
eration in Catalonia in 1999, which 
brought together various academic 
research and business groups and mem-
bers of government for the first time and 
gave rise to the creation of the i2CAT 
Foundation in 2003. In 2009, Esteve 
Almirall published the i2CAT Founda-
tion’s first study as a living lab (Almirall, 
2009). More recently, Jordi Colobrans 
began a techno-anthropological line of 
work at the i2CAT Foundation based 
on different clusters such as eHealth 
and the Media.
Essentially, what first the project and 
now the i2CAT Foundation have 
proven is that new research communi-
ties may be designed within the Inter-
net world and that techno-anthropol-
ogy may help ICT engineers to find 
new lines of research and innovation, 
such as the audiovisual or cultural 
Internet, which are better adapted to 
our social and economic surround-
ings, new models of cooperation with 
companies, institutions and people, a 
more international dimension to their 
research and an opening of the role of 
technologists and technology universi-
ties in their countries.
It is obvious that cultural design can 
never be done alone, especially when 
possessing knowledge of human 
beings. Much of its success owes to 
design appearing and being appropri-
ated by as many people as possible, 
even if this drowns out the conceptual 
work of those who began it. It is very 
important for cultural designers to 
understand that writing the score is one 
thing, but conducting the orchestra is 
another entirely. I advise future design-
ers to truly keep this idea in mind and 
to limit their role to providing inspira-
tion or composing scores and to leave 
conducting to other people, or else par-
ticipate in it in a non-significant way.
TECHNO-
ANTHROPOLOGY 
CONTRIBUTES TO 
RESEARCH AND 
INNOVATIVE CREATION, 
LIKE THE CONCEPT 
OF THE CULTURAL 
INTERNET
Cultural Design and the General Population: Citilab
Europe is a continent of small and medium-sized cities and of 
citizens, if you compare them with the metropolises of the 21st 
century. From here emerged the chance to design a centre 
of innovation on a local scale that we finally called Citilab, in 
the city of Cornellà de Llobregat. The original proposal was 
submitted to City Council in 2002 and the centre opened in 
November 2007. The experiments invite us to try it on a small 
scale. Here we see Karl Popper fully vindicated with 
his piecemeal social engineering. This is what 
we can do in Europe today: new experi-
ments. As we know, there are not so many 
Europeans, and even less are Catalans. 
What can we do in a world dominated by 
powers with billions of people? But let us 
not forget: being small, independent and 
living close to the sea is what enabled the 
rise of the democratic systems in Greece 
two thousand years ago. Homo habilis also 
must have been a small group compared to the 
other hominids at the time. Innovation normally begins 
in small groups. This must be due to the high degree of risk 
involved.
Citilab is based on a previous civic network programme 
lasting several years. As an anthropologist as part of the UPC, 
I had a wide berth to begin a programme to promote Internet 
access among different groups of people in 1995: TV Nou Bar-
ris, with Miquel Sánchez at the fore, and the group TEB of the 
Raval. From here came Nou Barris Net and RavalNet. For years, 
I tried to set up coordination among the different civic networks 
in Barcelona and formed BCNet, but my efforts ended in 
failure. One of the reasons was my inability to convince Bar-
celona City Council that they were not the city of Barcelona, 
but merely its government. And the civic networks were proof 
of this. I think this is what ended up convincing them not to 
support it, unlike the group of innovators of Tarragona that man-
aged to create TINET. With the support of V. Badenes, 
director of CornellaNet, they organised the first 
world congress on civic networks in autumn 
of 2000. The aim was to learn about other 
experiences from around the world and see 
how everyone can connect to the Internet 
facilitating access and digital literacy. 
What they found was that these goals 
exhausted themselves and that a world 
where everyone is connected does not 
necessarily make for a society of innovation. 
So what could be the next step to take? Just 
as they had visualised a second Internet genera-
tion, might a next generation of the knowledge society 
not emerge? What could its objectives be? Simply being con-
nected? Learning to send electronic messages or browsing 
the Internet? The next challenge could be building capacities 
for all to generate knowledge and innovation, turning the city 
into a lab, with the general public creating and participating in a 
lab. This theory of design gave rise to Citilab, the first civic labo-
ratory, in 2002. Along the way, we discovered the emerging 
European living labs network, which argues for the initial idea 
that inspired us, and linked up with them.
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If anything has inspired me –and con-
tinues to inspire me– during the last 
few years as a techno-anthropologist, 
it was the idea of a project. While tra-
ditional anthropologists start and end 
their work with an ethnographic study, 
techno-anthropologists start and end 
their work with a cultural project or 
cultural design, which must include 
ethnographic analysis as well. While 
the former have enough work to do 
just to understand what the cultural 
patterns and institutions of a given 
community are and how they operate, 
the latter endeavour to design com-
munities that very often do not yet 
exist, implement it and thereby verify 
whether or not the society potentially 
designed is possible.
For me, the idea of a project is what 
structures all my work as a techno-
anthropologist. The concept has 
always fascinated me. Back when I 
studied at the Faculty of Philosophy 
and Letters at the University of Valen-
cia in the 1970s, I used to wonder 
why science and humanities students 
had to finish with theses and papers 
while engineers were allowed to sub-
mit final projects and to design and 
invent things.
That idea has followed me around my 
entire life. Why did we have to limit 
ourselves to analysis while architects 
and engineers designed and built? 
Until I discovered the work of Her-
bert Simon, I did not understand that 
social scientists could be scientists of 
design without becoming politicians. 
Max Weber’s distinction between the 
scientist and the politician had been 
overcome.
But I still needed to find the right time, 
and it came in an offer from the UPC, 
when they hired me as a social scien-
tist for Manel Medina and Leandro 
Navarro’s team at the Department 
of Computer Architecture in 1995. 
Could I demonstrate that a social 
scientist could design a new cultural 
programme and a new associative 
structure to carry it out? 
The first step in any cultural design 
project is to see the opportunity, the 
possibility of a new organisation for 
certain aims or purposes that give 
meaning to the ethnographic work. In 
the case of the i2CAT project, oppor-
tunity came with the emergence of a 
new research programme about the 
next Internet generation in the late 
1990s. The very success of the Inter-
net marked the beginning of much-
needed renovation that began at US 
research universities in the form of 
the Internet2 consortium, which had 
not yet come to Europe. After the new 
chapter of the Internet Society and a 
small discussion group that brought 
together many Internet pioneers in 
Catalonia were organised, a document 
entitled Internet and Catalonia: civil 
society and the next Internet generation 
was published on 5 May 1998, which 
among other initiatives raised creating 
a research and innovation programme 
on this subject in Catalonia. Ethno-
graphic work in the region went on 
for a full year to identify social groups 
that could be interested in being part 
of the programme. Finally, a year later, 
the project was signed at the Palau de 
la Generalitat, but the i2CAT Foun-
dation was not officially created until 
three years later.
New communities usually start out 
with a project. In communities of 
innovation, the project plays the same 
role that myths do in primitive socie-
ties and that declarations of natural 
rights do in modern ones. The found-
ing documents in new communities 
are usually research and innovation 
proposals or projects. For the i2CAT 
project, it was an agreement that 
detailed what research and innovation 
projects were planned for development 
and the structure of participating insti-
tutions implementing it. But here we 
insist that the cultural programme is 
the basis for a new cultural model. As I 
saw when I was a participating observer 
at CMU, well before computer sci-
entists started to write a single line of 
code, they had to write a computer 
programme and they had to write a 
proposal in which they told the fed-
eral agency about the new goals they 
wanted to achieve (innovative claims) 
and the human and financial resources 
they thought they would need to do 
so. Thus, they were performing a bit 
of cultural design.
The Cultural Ring  
and Techno-anthropology  
in Catalonia
As an anthropologist, I was respon-
sible for printing out a dynamic for 
the i2CAT project closely connected 
to the situation in Catalonia. One 
of the most serious problems facing 
European and Catalan universities is 
their disconnect from the society and 
the economic fabric of the country. 
This has had the advantage of mov-
ing forward lines of research in uni-
versities more connected to what the 
European programme requires than to 
local needs. The disadvantage is that it 
places the social dynamic outside uni-
versity research. Instead of just being a 
project about networks with European 
funding as was usually the case, from 
the start i2CAT tried to connect the 
UPC and all its ICT potential to other 
political, business and social entities of 
the country and to force a local line of 
funding. Thus, from the beginning it 
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was organised into thematic clusters 
that corresponded to the major chal-
lenges facing the country: language 
and culture, linked to the launch of 
Televisió de Catalunya (TVC) and all 
it entailed; and the health and educa-
tion sectors, where Catalonia has his-
torically excelled and played a leading 
role in Spain. The commitment to an 
audiovisual and cultural Internet has 
partially been confirmed. From the 
launch of the Òpera Oberta project in 
December 2001 to acceptance of the 
Cultural Ring by the Catalan Minis-
try of Culture in 2010, cultural design 
efforts in the Catalan cultural com-
munity have been continuous (Font, 
2010).
One argument that has played in 
favour of this effort is that far from 
being opposed to technology, a techno-
anthropologist may be just as much or 
more of a technologist than engineers 
themselves. The entry of the world of 
art and culture in Internet projects pro-
moted the creation of audiovisual tech-
nology and its use in digital networks. 
As a result, engineers saw that an opera 
used much more bandwidth than the 
databases of physics or molecular biol-
ogy that they had transmitted thus far. 
The technological requirements that 
artists could impose on technologists 
were much greater than those for sci-
entists. Furthermore, the directors of 
the Liceu would discover that 19th-
century art could be combined with 
new technologies in its most advanced 
expression. A new programme of 
collaboration between art, culture 
and the Internet was opened that a 
techno-anthropologist had helped 
to create. n
Tunisia: Popular Revolt and the Internet
The popular uprising in Tunisia was 
triggered by the death of a computer 
scientist, Mohamed Bouazizi. Young 
people, who drove the revolt, used 
social media (Facebook, Twitter) and 
video websites like 
YouTube. A new 
service called Tuni-
Leaks was created 
to report corrup-
tion in the country. 
In 1996, one of 
the first projects 
that I organised 
at the UPC was 
the first meeting 
of Internet-users 
in the Mediter-
ranean, called 
the InterMed 
Network (Navarro 
et al., 1996). Tunisian representatives 
participated in it. After years of silence, 
it seems like a new era is beginning in 
the country where the people and new 
technologies work hand-in-hand.
The Arab uprisings were coordinated through the Internet 
and social media. GETTY IMAGES
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